Tribute to David Sanders from the People's Health Movement
On behalf of the People's Health Movement, we would like to pay tribute to David Sanders.
David Sanders' sudden death on Aug 30, 2019, led to an avalanche of tributes to his passion, commitment, ability to inspire, and intelligent use of evidence in the struggle for social justice and to improve the health of the world's poorest people. 1 His contribution was summed up by the South African Minister of Health Zweli Mkhize when he said David "was a fierce critic of the impact of neoliberalism on the health of people. He was not only an accomplished researcher, academic and mentor to many but also a leader of social movements, including the Peoples' Health Movement". 1 What marked out David's life was that he managed to bridge the often-divided worlds of academia and activism. He had a great intellect and used this to pursue research in the service of health justice. He always insisted on having the best evidence possible for improving health equity. Camila Giugliani of People's Health Movement Brazil noted in her tribute that David was "an example of an activist who has had the courage to fight injustices, always, and of a professor who has made the best use of his knowledge and academic achievements to bring light to the struggle for health for all".
Globally, David made a massive impact through the People's Health Movement. He was a driving force behind the First People's Health Assembly, which led to formation of the People's Health Movement. When things needed to be challenged, he did so directly, with all the facts at hand, and he was respected and heard, even by those who didn't want to hear. 1 People's Health Movement comrade Wim De Ceukelaire, Executive Director of Viva Salud, wrote in his tribute "Whenever he took the floor and grabbed a microphone, you knew people in high places became uncomfortable". David was a warrior for global health justice-always deeply insightful in his analysis of the global political economy and fearless in speaking truth to power.
David's experience was deeply rooted in Africa where he was born and lived most of his life. As a young paediatrician in Zimbabwe, he witnessed the impact of poverty and underdevelopment on children's lives. His crowning achievement for African public health was founding and leading the School of Public Health at the University of the Western Cape (UWC) in South Africa, which enabled a generation of Africans to be trained in socially aware public health. Uta Lehmann, School of Public Health, University of the Western Cape, said "Inspired by and under his energetic, and at times demanding leadership we built the formidable School of Public Health at UWC, offering transformative public health education to students from the entire continent, conducting research and developing interventions for health systems and health programmes, always informed by a focus on the social determinants of health and issues of social justice". 1 Throughout his career David showed political and moral passion and courage. With his seminal book The Struggle for Health: Medicine and the Politics of Underdevelopment, 2 published in 1985, David inspired a generation of young doctors to see their work as more than providing care and that it extends to the social determinants of health. The ideology driving David's analysis and action was deeply rooted in Marxist philosophy and a critique of the dominant capitalist system especially under the current neo-liberal regime. His book was prescient in naming the commercial determinants of health in the chapter on medicine, business and the state. He saw that the expansion of western health systems into low and middle income was part of the broader expansion of capitalism.
Concern with this trend continued throughout his life. He championed comprehensive primary health care and community health workers as a solution. Just the week before he died, The Lancet published a Comment 3 in which David pointed out that universal health coverage without primary health care was likely to benefit commercial interests rather than people's health.
David influenced an extraordinary number of people's lives through his work and activism. His close friend Louis Reynolds of People's Health Movement South Africa notes in his tribute that "few people who had meaningful encounters with David came out unchanged. They saw themselves and the world, and their place in it, in a new light. They understood that they have power, and that they could use that power to change things, especially if they encouraged and mobilised others to join them. Many of them went on to do great things and to change the lives of others".
Mary T Bassett, Harvard TH Chan School of Public Health, summed up the feeling of so many of David's colleagues when she noted in her tribute that "we don't get people like David Sanders very often: a fearless public intellectual and a good friend. The best way to honor him is to carry on his commitment to the struggle for health." 
